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THE CATHOLIC JUST WAR TRADITION
AND RUSSIA'S WAR AGAINST UKRAINE

The Catholic just war tradition is rooted in the philosophy of Cicero and has been developed by subsequent philosophers and
theologians up to the present day. A war can be just only if its purpose is to restore the peace. Applying the just war criteria to
the Russian Federation's invasion of the sovereign nation of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 yields the conclusion that it is an
unjust war of aggression and that Ukraine is justified in defending itself militarily. Although Pope Francis appealed to all parties
to avoid violence, that did not prevent the outbreak of war. After this major escalation of the war that began with Russia's
unlawful annexation of Crimea in 2014, both Pope Francis and the President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian
Unity criticized Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill for supporting Russia's invasion. It is unclear where Pope Francis stands
regarding the possibility of a just war. He has made statements that appear to reject the just war tradition as obsolete today. At
the same time, he has recognized the right of Ukrainians to defend their country. It is not unjust for Ukrainian soldiers to pay the
ultimate sacrifice in defense of their homeland. The profession of arms is a noble vocation. Thomas Aquinas recognized the
virtues of military heroes who defend the common good in a just war. Many Ukrainian soldiers have performed acts of heroic
virtue. Ukrainian Catholic University Vice Rector Myroslav Marynovych met with Pope Francis in June 2022 and reported that the
Roman Pontiff is open to reconsidering the question of justice in warfare. In clarifying the concept of just war, it is important to
point out that a war can be unjust on both sides, or just on one side and unjust on the other, but not just on both sides.
Consequently, war is always unjust in the sense that all wars are unjust on at least one side. That does not mean, however, that it

is impossible for a war to be just on one of its sides.
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The just war tradition is rooted in the philosophy of
Marcus Tullius Cicero and was developed by subsequent
philosophers and theologians including, among others,
Augustine of Hippo, Gratian, Thomas Aquinas, Francisco
de Vitoria, Bartolomé de las Casas, and Francisco Suarez.
This tradition includes a distinction between criteria that
must be satisfied in a decision to go to war (jus ad bellum)
and criteria that must be met while fighting a war (jus in
bello). Although scholars of the just war tradition provide
slightly different sets of criteria, there is a broad consensus
around six criteria of jus ad bellum — just cause, right
intention, legitimate authority, proportionality, last resort,
and reasonable hope of success — and two criteria of jus in
bello — proportionality of means and discrimination between
combatants and non-combatants. The two sets of criteria
are related: a war can be fought justly only if the initial
decision to go to war was just. Progress has been made in
recent decades to enhance the just war tradition by adding
criteria of justice upon the conclusion of a war (jus post
bello) [1, p. 295-299]. A war can be just only if its purpose
is to restore the peace.

On 24 February 2022, the Armed Forces of the Russian
Federation, by order of President Vladimir Putin, invaded
the independent nation of Ukraine. This was a major
escalation of a war that Russia began in 2014 with the
unlawful annexation of Crimea. The same day, United
Nations Secretary-General Anténio Guterres stated that
"Russian military operations inside the sovereign territory
of Ukraine" were "wrong", "unacceptable", and in direct
conflict with the United Nations Charter [2].

Applying the criteria of jus ad bellum to the outbreak of
this war yields the conclusion that "the ongoing conflict is
the result of an unprovoked and unjustified war of Russian
aggression on Ukraine" and that "the use of force by
Ukrainian authorities is squarely within criteria of a just
war" [3]. The heinous atrocities committed against
Ukraine's civilian population demonstrate that Russia has
utterly failed to meet the criteria of jus in bello. Russia's war
against Ukraine is unjust; Ukraine's defensive response to
Russia's aggression is just.
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The day before the invasion, the Bishop of Rome, Pope
Francis, called for a non-violent response to any future
violence: "My heart aches greatly at the worsening
situation in Ukraine.... | pray that all the parties involved
refrain from any action that would cause even more
suffering to the people, destabilising coexistence between
nations and bringing international law into disrepute....
Jesus taught us that the diabolical senselessness of
violence is answered with God's weapons, with prayer and
fasting" [4]. The next day, after Russia began its invasion,
Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Pietro Parolin referred
to Pope Francis's words of the previous day and hoped
that war could still be avoided: "This appeal has taken on
dramatic urgency following the beginning of Russian
military operations in Ukrainian territory.... Yet there is still
time for goodwill, there is still room for negotiation, there is
still a place for the exercise of a wisdom that can prevent
the predominance of partisan interest, safeguard the
legitimate aspirations of everyone, and spare the world
from the folly and horrors of war" [5]. Unfortunately, the
Vatican's appeal for a non-violent resolution of the crisis
did not prevent the outbreak of war.

In the months following Russia's attack on Ukraine,
Pope Francis talked about the war frequently. In June
2022, he told the Bishops of the Synod of the Ukrainian
Greek-Catholic Church: "l join spiritually in your suffering,
assuring you of my prayer and my commitment, which not
infrequently, because of the delicate situation, does not
emerge in the media" [6]. He said to a general audience on
24 August 2022: "I renew my invitation to implore peace
from the Lord for the beloved Ukrainian people who for six
months today have been suffering the horror of war" [7]. In
September 2022, he spoke of the "senseless and tragic
war that broke out with the invasion of Ukraine" [8].

Pope Francis also criticized the top leadership of the
Russian Orthodox Church for supporting Russia's invasion
of a sovereign nation. In an interview with an ltalian
newspaper on 3 May 2022, he recalled comments he had
made to Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill in a 16 March
2022 video conference: "l spoke with Kirill for forty minutes
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on Zoom. For the first twenty minutes, he read from a piece
of paper he was holding in his hand all the reasons that
justify the Russian invasion. | listened to him and then
replied: | don't understand any of this. Brother, we are not
state clerics, we shouldn't speak the language of politics,
but rather the language of Jesus. We are shepherds of the
same holy flock of God. For this reason we must look for a
path to peace, we must stop the fighting. A Patriarch can't
lower himself to become Putin's altar boy" [9].

On 29 June 2022, Cardinal Kurt Koch, President of the
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, also
criticized the Patriarch's support of Russia's aggression:
"Patriarch Kirill's pseudo-religious justification of the war
must shatter every ecumenical heart. From a Christian
perspective, one cannot justify a war of aggression, but at
most, under certain conditions, defense against an unjust
attacker. To downplay Putin's brutal war of aggression as a
'special operation' is an abuse of language.... In my opinion,
that the Patriarch dares to legitimize the brutal and absurd
war in Ukraine for pseudo-religious reasons is heresy" [10].

Although Cardinal Koch's comments are fully consistent
with the just war tradition, it is somewhat unclear where
Pope Francis stands regarding the possibility of a just war.
During the March 2022 video conference with Patriarch
Kirill, he appeared to reject the just war tradition entirely:
"There was a time, even in our Churches, when people
spoke of a holy war or a just war. Today we cannot speak
in this manner.... Wars are always unjust, since it is the
People of God who pay" [11]. During a return flight from
Kazakhstan on 15 September 2002, however, the Holy
Father recognized the right of Ukrainians to defend their
country. He responded to a journalist who asked whether
Ukraine should be given weapons: "The motivation is what
largely qualifies the morality of this act. To defend oneself
is not only lawful but also an expression of love of country.
Those who do not defend themselves, those who do not
defend something, do not love it; instead, those who
defend, love." He added: "One should think more about the
concept of just war" [12].

In an encyclical letter published in 2020, Pope Francis
referred to a paragraph in the Catechism of the Catholic
Church that outlines the theory of justice in warfare: "The
strict conditions for legitimate defense by military force
require rigorous consideration. The gravity of such a
decision makes it subject to rigorous conditions of moral
legitimacy.... These are the ftraditional elements
enumerated in what is called the 'just war' doctrine. The
evaluation of these conditions for moral legitimacy belongs
to the prudential judgment of those who have responsibility
for the common good" [13, p. 2309]. Pope Francis then
remarked: "We can no longer think of war as a solution,
because its risks will probably always be greater than its
supposed benefits. In view of this, it is very difficult
nowadays to invoke the rational criteria elaborated in
earlier centuries to speak of the possibility of a ‘just war™
[14, n. 258]. Francis cited one of his predecessors, John
XXIIl, to support his position: "It no longer makes sense to
maintain that war is a fit instrument with which to repair the
violation of justice" [15, p. 127]. He then added in a note:
"Saint Augustine, who forged a concept of 'just war' that we
no longer uphold in our own day, also said that 'it is a
higher glory still to stay war itself with a word, than to slay
men with the sword, and to procure or maintain peace by
peace, not by war™ [14, n. 242].

Invoking the just war criteria to make a decision about
going to war is extremely difficult in any century. But
difficulty does not imply impermissibility. Furthermore, the
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jus ad bellum criterion of last resort forbids nations from
going to war without first attempting to prevent the outbreak
of war by peaceful means.

At the theoretical level, Pope Francis appears to reject
the just war tradition as obsolete in the twenty-first century.
When asked about a particular war involving a clear case
of unjust aggression, however, he appears to acknowledge
the right of the Ukrainian people to defend their homeland
by military force.

Pope Francis has spoken of Ukrainians as "martyrs":
"Let us think of Ukraine and pray for this martyred people”
[16]. But martyrs are witnesses of the faith, not perpetrators
of injustice. It is not unjust for thousands of Ukrainian
soldiers to pay the ultimate sacrifice in defense of their
families, communities, and fellow citizens. And it is not
without good reason that the profession of arms has
traditionally been recognized as a noble vocation. Thomas
Aquinas, the Angelic Doctor of the Catholic Church, argued
that the cardinal virtue of fortitude is "properly about dangers
of death occurring in battle", when a soldier is "defending the
common good by a just fight" [17, II-Il 123, 5]. Aquinas also
included "military prudence"” in his discussion of the cardinal
virtues: "The execution of military service belongs to
fortitude, but the direction, especially in so far as it concerns
the commander-in-chief, belongs to prudence" [17, II-Il 50,
4]. Furthermore, he argued that prudence, justice, fortitude,
and the other virtues are connected [17, I-Il 65, 1]. Ukrainian
officers and soldiers have performed acts of heroic virtue in
defense of their native land. Their prudent and courageous
actions are not unjust.

On 8 June 2022, three Ukrainians met informally with
Pope Francis to discuss a range of topics. One member of
the delegation, Ukrainian Catholic University Vice Rector
Myroslav Marynovych (a Gulag survivor) reported
afterwards: "At the end of our talk, we raised the issue of
ambiguity in Catholic doctrine regarding the concepts of
'just war' and 'just peace.' It would be important for the
entire world if the Church paid particular attention to
clarifying this issue. The Pope actively reacted to this
proposal and agreed that such clarification was needed. It
turned out that he had already instructed some cardinals to
study this topic in more depth" [18].

In clarifying the concept of just war, it would be
important to point out that a war is to be evaluated as just
or unjust on both of its sides. A war can be unjust on both
sides, or just on one side and unjust on the other, but not
just on both sides. Augustine, the Doctor of Grace,
understood that a just war is always unjust on one side:
"It is the wrongdoing of the opposing party which compels
the wise man to wage just wars" [19, XIX 7].
Consequently, a statement that wars are always unjust is
true in the sense that all wars are unjust on at least one
side. That does not mean, however, that it is impossible
for a war to be just on one of its sides.

It is certainly true that a world without war would be better,
all else equal, than a world with war. Furthermore, if everyone
applied the just war criteria correctly, warfare would be
eliminated. But the human race includes persons, and leaders
of nations, who do not always act justly. The question of
justice in warfare is the question of how to respond when an
aggressor unjustly launches an attack. Should the victim
refrain from resisting in order to prevent the outbreak of
warfare, or resist in order to prevent an outcome worse than
war? Ukrainian political scientist and social media journalist
Kateryna Kruk has captured this dilemma succinctly: "If
Russia stops fighting, there'll be no more war. If Ukraine stops
fighting, there'll be no more Ukraine" [20].
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Hapivwna no peakonerii 13.10.22

KATONMULUbLKA TPAOULIA CNPABEOJIMBOI BINHU | BIMHA POCII MPOTU YKPAIHU

Kamonuybka mpaduuyisi cnpasednueoi giliHu csizae KOpiHHSIM y ¢hinocodpito LjuyepoHa i po3eueaembcsi HacmynHuMu ¢hinocoghamu ma 60o20-
croeamu axx Ao Hawux OHie. BiliHa Moxxe 6ymu cnpaeednueoro suwie modi, Kosu if Memoro € 8iOHOB/IeHHSI MUpy. 3acmocyeaHHsI Kpumepiie cripa-
eednueor giliHu 0o emopaHeHHs1 Pocilicbkoi ®edepayii 8 cysepeHHy depixaasy YkpaiHa 24 nromozo 2022 poky dae 3Mo2y 3po6umu eUCHOBOK, W0
ye Hecnpaeednuea azpecueHa eiliHa i wWo YkpaiHa mae npaeo 3axuwamu cebe gilicbkogaum wnsixom. Xoya lMana ®paHyuck 3eepHyecs do ecix
CMOpiH i3 3aK/IUKOM yHUKamu Hacusbcmea, ye He dornomoasno 3anobizcmu noyamky eiliHu. Micnsi yiei eenukoi eckanauii eiliHu, sika no4anacs 3
He3akoHHoOI aHekcii Kpumy Pocieto e 2014 p., i Mana ®paHyuck, i npe3udeHm [Mancbkoi padu crnpusiHH €OHOCMIi XpUcmusiH PO3KPUMuUKy8asu po-
cilicbko2o npaeocnaeHozo nampiapxa Kupuna 3a niompuMky pocilickko2o emopzHeHHs. He3po3ymino, siky no3uyitro 3atimae lMana ®paHyuck ujo00
Moxnueocmi cripasednueoi giliHu. BiH 3pobue 3asieu, siki, 30aembcs, sidkudaromb mpaduyito cripasednueol 8iliHU K 3acmapiny Ha cbO200Hi.
BoOHouac, eiH eu3Hae npaeo ykpaiHuie 3axuujamu ceoro KpaiHy. [Qns ykpaiHcbKux condamie He € Hecrnpasedueum niamumu Halisuwyy xepmey,
3axuujaroyu ceoro 6ambkiswuHy. Mpogbecisi 36posipa — ye 61azopodHe noknukaHHs. Toma AKeiHCbKuUl 8u3Hagae 4eCHOMU 8ilicbKo8UX 2epois, sKi
3axuwjaroms cninbHe 6n1a2o y cnpaeednueil eiliHi. Bazamo ykpaiHcbKux eoiHie 3dilicHunu akmu 2epoi4Hoi YecHomu. Biye-pekmop YkpaiHcbko20
kamonuybkoz20 yHieepcumemy Mupocnae MapuHosuy y yepeHi 2022 poky 3ycmpiecsi 3 [Manoro ®PpaHyuckom i nogidomus, wjo Pumcbkuli moHmu-
ik eidkpumuli 00 nepeocMucsieHHs1 NumaHHsl crpaeednueocmi y eiliHi. 3'Acosyroyu NoHssMmMs cnpaeednueol giliHU, eaxsueo 3asHavyumu, wWo
giliHa Moxxe 6ymu Hecrnipaeedniueoro 3 060x cmopiH, a6o minbku 3 00Ho20 60Ky i Hecrpaeednueoro 3 iHWoezo, ane He Minbku 3 060x cmopiH. Om-
Xe, giliHa 3aex0u Hecrnipaeedsiuea 8 MoMy CeHci, Wjo eci eiliHu Hecnpaeednuei NpuHaiMHi 3 00H020 60KY. Lle, 0OHak, He o3Hayae, ujo eiliHa He
Moxe 6ymu cnpaeednueoro Onsi 0OHiei 3i cmopiH.

KnrouoBi cnoBa: cnpaeeanusa BilHa, jus ad bellum, jus in bello, jus post bello, yecHoTn, Mup.
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